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Humor merupakan salah satu fitur bahasa yang menarik. Tidak hanya menyalurkan ide mental dari 
pembicara ke pendengar, tetapi juga menyalurkan perasaan menyenangkan yang memicu pendengar untuk 
tertawa. Humor verbal menggunakan bahasa sebagai media penyaluran humor. Menurut teori bahasa dan 
kekuasaan dari Fairclough, bahasa adalah alat yang kuat untuk mempengaruhi kekuasaan, yang mana 
dilakukan dengan memanipulasi praktek sosial dari dalam ideologi. Oleh karena itu, humour selain 
memiliki fungsi utama untuk memicu tawa dan kegembiraan, seperti halnya sifat dari bahasa, ia juga 
memiliki potensi dalam mempengaruhi kekuasaan. Penelitian ini menggunakan TV seri satire politis 
berjudul “Yes Minister” sebagai objek penelitian. Tujuan dari penelitian ini adalah (1) menganalisa jenis 
mekanisme humor yang digunakan dalam TV seri “Yes Minister”; dan (2) menjelaskan proses 
penggunaan humor sebagai alat untuk mempengaruhi kekuasaan dalam TV seri “Yes Minister.” 
Penelitian ini menggunakan metode kualitatif deskriptif untuk menganalisa data, dengan teori pendukung 
humor dan mekanisme humor oleh Monro (1988) dan Raskin (1944), serta teori bahasa dan kekuasaan 
dari Fairclough (1989) dan Van Dijk (2006). Hasil dari penelitian menunjukkan bahwa humor dalam TV 
seri “Yes Minister” menggunakan tiga mekanisme humor, yaitu superiority, incongruity, dan release. 
Humor dalam TV seri ini juga menggunakan lebih dari satu mekanis untuk memicu tawa, contohnya 
kombinasi dari superiority dan incongruity, incongruity dan release, serta superiority dan release. Hasil 
juga menunjukkan bahwa terdapat tiga pola dalam mempengaruhi kekuasaan menggunakan humor. Tiga 
pola ini adalah (1) mendiskreditkan orang atau kelompok sosial tertentu yang dilakukan dengan 
mekanisme humor superiority, (2) mengubah ideologi melalui perusakan nilai kultural yang dilakukan 
dengan mekanisme humor release, dan (3) pemaksaan proses interpretasi tertentu yang dilakukan dengan 
mekanisme humor incongruity. Kesimpulannya, humor dapat digunakan sebagai alat untuk 
mempengaruhi kekuasaan. Mekanisme humor superiority, incongruity, dan release mampu untuk 
membuat humor yang berpengaruh dalam hubungan sosial dan kekuasaan.Kata kunci: Humor, 





Humour is an interesting feature of language. Not only transferring a mental idea from a speaker to 
addressee, it also transfers the joyous feeling that trigger an act of laughter. Most humours and jokes are 
considered an act of goodwill, to bring a pleasure feeling to the atmosphere. The verbal humour uses 
language as it medium of transfer. According to the theory of power and language by Fairclough, 
language is a powerful device to exercise power, which is carried by the manipulating social practice 
using the ideology. Therefore aside from its principle function to elicit joy and laughter, as the nature of a 
language, the humour in language could also manifest the exercise of power. This research used a satirical 
politic TV series “Yes Minister” as the object of study. The purpose of this study is (1) to analyse the type 
of humour mechanism theory used in the TV series, “Yes Minister”, and (2) to describe the process of 
using humour to elicit power in TV series, “Yes Minister”. This study uses descriptive qualitative method 
to analyse the data, with the supporting theory of humour and mechanism of humour by Monro (1988) 
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and Raskin (1944), and theory of language and power by Fairclough (1989) and Van Dijk (2006). The 
result shows that the humour in “Yes Minister” TV series used three humour mechanisms, they are 
superiority theory, incongruity theory, and release theory. The humour could also use combination of 
more than one mechanism to trigger humorous effect, such as the combination of superiority and 
incongruity, incongruity and release, and superiority and release.  The result also shown that there are 
three patterns of power exercise in humour. They are (1) discrediting a person or particular social group 
which enacted by superiority mechanism, (2) change ideology by changing the cultural value which 
enacted by release mechanism, and (3) forcing the interpretation process to incorporate specific ideology 
which enacted by incongruity mechanism. In conclusion, humour could be used as a device to exercise 
power. The superiority, incongruity, and release theory is proved to be capable of creating humour that 
have impact in social and power relation. 




Language is a fundamental component of the human as 
social organism. Through language, one can transfer a 
mental ideas to another. The study of language have 
revealed a significance relation of language and power. 
by utilizing certain pattern on the way of speaking, the 
arrangement of sentences in a written and spoken 
utterance, or other modification in the process of 
transferring ideas, a speaker could successfully enforce 
a mental idea to the addressee, tricking the addressee to 
accept what the speaker wanted to. Humour is another 
interesting feature of language. Not only transferring a 
mental idea from a speaker to addressee, it also transfer 
the joyous feeling that trigger an act of laughter. Most 
humours and jokes are considered an act of goodwill, 
to bring a pleasure feeling to the atmosphere. However, 
just as the nature of a language, the humour in 
language could also manifest the exercise of power. A 
thorough and careful observation of humour could 
reveal that it can be used as a device to manipulate 
people’s mind. 
 Theory of Humour 
Raskin (1994) states in order to trigger a 
laughter, it needed a stimulus. A concrete way to 
explain a stimulus is the condition where most people 
would find it funny. There are four base elements of 
humour: experience, psychology, situation, and 
society. Experience is related to how the knowledge of 
oneself could affect the sense of humour. The humour 
of 20 years ago, might not be as funny now. 
Psychology is related to the individual predisposition 
to humour in a given situation. Situation is related to a 
certain physical situation which serves as one of the 
most important contextual factors of humour. It may 
determine the meaning of semantically recursive items 
in verbal jokes. Lastly, the society is related to the 
culture that belong to a society. In sense that shared 
social values, norms, etc. make humour much more 
effective. 
Alongside the condition or stimulus of a 
humour, many researches had analysed the mechanism 
of humour. According to Monro, the three major 
theories of humour mechanism are superiority, 
incongruity, and release (Monro, 1988). 
 
 Superiority Theory 
Superiority theory account for the laughter is seen 
as originating in malice. Thomas Hobbes reinforced the 
notion of humour being derived from a sense of 
superiority over others. The passion of laughter is 
nothing else but sudden glory arising from some 
sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by 
comparison with the infirmity of others, or with our 
own formerly; or men laugh at the follies of themselves 
past, when they come suddenly to remembrance, 
except they bring them any present dishonour (as cited 
in Monro, 1988). 
 
 Incongruity Theory 
The incongruity theory is accounted for the 
humour is generated by the some incongruous elements 
which situated in a way that overlap some similar 
characteristics between them. Inappropriateness, 
dissimilarity, paradox are all presented to characterize 
this approach by various researchers. They also 
emphasized the fact that the two incongruent 
components are somehow brought together, 
synthesized, and made similar, as Beattie said 
“laughter arises from the view or more inconsistent, 
unsuitable, or incongruous parts or circumstances, 
considered as united in complex object or assemblage, 
or as acquiring a sort of mutual relation from the 
peculiar manner in which the mind takes notice of 
them” (as cited in Raskin, 1944) 
 Release Theory 
Freud  (as cited in Monro, 1988) regards humour 
as a means of outwitting the "censor" his name for the 
internal inhibitions which prevent us from giving rein 
to many of our natural impulses. It is not only our 
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sexual impulses that are repressed by the censor, but 
also our malicious ones. In this way Freud is able to 
account, not only for indecent jokes and for the appeal 
of comic characters who ignore conventional moral 
restraints. The censor will allow us to indulge in these 
forbidden thoughts only if it is first beguiled or 
disarmed in some way. The beguiling is done, he 
thinks, by means of the techniques of humour: such 
devices as punning, "representation by the opposite," 
and so on. An insult, for example, is funny if it appears 
at first sight to be a compliment. The censor is first 
taken by surprise because we appear to be merely 
repeating a conventional remark, and is then diverted 
by the discovery that a very slight rewording of this 
remark enables us to express quite different sentiments. 
 Language and Power 
Fairclough (1989) describes that the language and 
power relation goes through dialectical way, in which 
the language used in the interaction process of 
discourse and social practice affects the social structure 
of the social class and power structure. Furthermore, in 
his book are mentioned some basic concept of 
language and power, which are discourse, order of 
discourse, ideology, common sense, and MR. 
 
 Discourse as Social Practice 
Fairclough stated that language is a part of society, 
and not somehow external to it. Language is a social 
practice, and also language is a socially conditioned 
process (Fairclough, 1989). Following the social power 
and language studies point of view, Gee described 
discourse as the sets of values, beliefs, ways of acting, 
and talking that are connected to the person's network 
of social practices such as the schools, businesses, 
churches, government agencies, and so on (Rogers, 
2003, p. 239). In short, discourse is all social practices 
being conducted in society, in which in its nature have 
a very close relationship with language. 
 
 Order of Discourse 
Discourse are practiced and systematized in 
certain way in society. Each environment and situation 
have particular discourse type which is implemented in 
order. The way in which actual discourse is determined 
by underlying conventions is called order of discourse, 
the term borrowed by Fairclough from Michael Focault 
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 28). Society and the various 
social institutions within operate as divided and 
demarcated, structured into different sphere of action, 
different types of situation, each of which has its 
associated type of practice. The social orders will differ 
not only in which types of practice they include, but 
also in how these are related to each other, or 
structured. Order of discourse will differ in both 
discourse types, and the way they are structured. For 
example, the ‘conversation’ as discourse type are 
enacted differently in various orders of discourse, 
associated with social institution. The ‘conversation’ 
discourse type has no ‘on-stage’ role in legal 
proceedings, but may have significant ‘off-stage’ role 
in informal bargaining between prosecution and 
defence lawyer, while in education ‘conversation’ may 
have approved roles not only before and after classes 
are formally initiated by teachers, but also as a form of 
activity embedded within the discourse of the lesson 
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 30).  In short, order of discourse 
is how discourse practice is structured and conditioned 
by several parameters in society, for instance the space 
of institution and situation. 
 
 Ideology 
The concept of ideology has been discussed in 
previous section, in which it relate to the people 
consent in performing discourse, or as Fairclough 
stated that ideology is institutional practice which 
people drawn upon without thinking over embody 
assumptions (Fairclough, 1989, p. 33). In easy and 
brief way, ideology is the believe behind every 
particular social discourse, in which it provides the 
legitimization or social acceptance. The strong point 
about the ideology is its power to condition and 
structure the discourse and order of discourse in 
particular institution or society. How discourse are 
structured in a given order of discourse, and how 
structuring changes over times, are determined by 
changing relationships of power at the level of the 
social institution or of the society, which is ideological 
– ensuring that order of discourse are ideologically 
harmonized internally or (at societal level) with each 
other  (Fairclough, 1989, p. 30). 
 
 Social Struggle in Discourse 
The important notion to take is that the 
embodiment of ideology of power in discourse and 
access to discourse is not a permanent and undisputed 
attribute of any one person of social grouping. Power 
relations are the relations of struggle, in which it refer 
to the process of social groupings with different 
interests engage with another. Social struggle occurs 
between various social groupings such as men and 
women, young and old, ethnic groups, the domination 
and dominated social institution, and so on. Social 
struggle is the property of social system in which the 
maximization of profits and power of one social groups 
depends upon the maximization of its exploitation and 
domination of others. 
 
 Common Sense 
The term Common sense is taken as its literal 
meaning, in which it is the sensible and practical way 
in making acceptable decision and practice in society. 
What is not visible to most people is that the common 
sense is substantially, though not entirely, ideological. 
Power in social institution or society is not permanent 
but being battled between different ideologies from 
social group with different institution. The ideology is 
constantly trying to gain domination of the other 
ideology to gain more power. The common sense, 
which usually taken from granted in society is actually 
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the product of ideology which have gained the total 
winning against the opposite ideology. 
 
 Member Resource, Text Production, and Text 
Interpretation 
The power of changing social practice goes by 
changing the discourse or social practice in its each 
individual member. From the perspective of individual 
person, changing the individual person social practice 
is accomplished by changing one’s mind, one’s 
believe, one’s way of seeing thing, or it could be said 
the changing of one’s individual ideology. Fairclough 
said that people’s mind consist of long term memory 
called the member resources (MR). Member resources 
(MR) are the prototypes of very diverse collection of 
things – the shapes of words, the grammatical forms of 
sentences, the properties of types of object and person, 
the expected sequence of events in a particular 
situation type, the concept of right and wrong, and so 
on (Fairclough, 1989, pp. 10-11). Some are linguistic 
properties some are not. It could be said that MR is the 
representation of the world in each individual person. 
People hold different properties in their MR, some may 
share several properties, but each person holds distinct 
collection of MR that he experienced in his life. 
Therefore the goal of ideological dominance in social 
struggle is to implant an ideology in the MR of each 
member of society, so it could achieve the state of what 
we previously discussed as common sense. 
 
Language is crucial parts of MR, not only it is the 
‘member’ of the MR but also a powerful device in 
modifying and shaping the MR through its use in social 
interaction (communication). The communication 
could be distinguished in two process: the process of 
production, in which text/utterance is the product, and 
the process of interpretation, for which the 
text/utterance is a resource. In discourse analysis, a text 
could be regarded as traces of productive process, and 
a cues of the interpretation process. Both process 
involved MR, in which the text is the product of 
producer’s constructive thinking based on his MR, and 
in interpreting text, the recipient will need to consult 
with his MR to make sense of the text. The important 
thing is that the MR which people’s drawn in the 
productive and interpretation of texts are not only 
cognitive features in people’s mind, but they social in a 
sense that they have social origins. MR are socially 
generated, and their nature is dependent on the social 
relations and struggles out of which they were 
generated, as well as being socially transmitted, and in 
our society, unequally distributed (Fairclough, 1989, p. 
24). In short, the social condition surrounding people, 
shapes the MR in the process of production and 
interpretation, which in turn shape the way texts are 
produced and interpreted. 
 
This study uses 2 research questions. They are 
what the type of humour mechanism theory used in the 
TV series “Yes Minister”, and how the language of 
humour in TV series “Yes Minister” used to elicit 
power. The purpose of this study is to categorize the 
kinds of humour mechanism by the characters, and to 
describe the process of using humour to elicit power. 
 
METHOD 
This study uses descriptive qualitative research 
method. In this case, the qualitative study deals with 
the words in written and spoken data. The study is 
more focused in observing the use of humour and 
power in the Yes Minister TV series. 
The data of this study are the utterances of humour 
of the characters in Yes Minister TV series. It is also as 
the subject of the study. The total of 21 episode in the 
TV series are used as the primary data. The TV series 
has a satire political theme, with the setting of British’s 
governmental body, focusing in one of the ministerial 
department.  
The key instrument of this study is the 
observation. There are also some tools used to support 
this research. They are media player to watch Yes 
Minister TV series and note taking. 
According to Wray (1998:186), data is qualitative 
in the first instance, which consist of recording, 
transcriptions, and notes relating to the subjects. The 
observation is taken by taking note of the humour and 
power in the utterances of Yes Minister TV series. In 
this case, the dialogues of the characters are transcribed 
and then be categorized. 
After collecting the data, the data are being 
analysed. The theory used for data analysis technique 
is from Miles and Huberman (1992). The data analysis 
technique consists of three steps, which are data 
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 The Humour Mechanism Used by Characters 
in Political Setting  
The superiority, incongruity and release theory 
is proved to be capable of creating humour that have 
exercise of power, in which this research is focused. 
The analysis results also showed that a humour could 
use more than one mechanism to trigger the humorous 
effect. Multiple mechanism could be combined in 
creating humorous effect, and it work hand in hand 
simultaneously. In the results however, there are only a 
simultaneous combination of two humour mechanism. 
There are a combination of superiority and incongruity 
mechanisms, the incongruity and release mechanism, 
and the superiority and release mechanism. It is in 
accordance to Nuendorf statement that creating humour 
with multiple mechanism is possible. 
From the table of the result, it could be seen that 
the majority of humours in “Yes Minister” TV series 
use superiority mechanism. Out of 14 data, there are 9 
data which use the superiority mechanism, 3 data are 
using it independently, 4 data are using it in 
combination with incongruity mechanism, and 2 data 
with combination of release mechanism. In related to 
the superiority mechanism, this shows that the 
characters in the TV series are more focussed in 
depreciating or degrading other character position.  
This phenomena occurs because of the setting 
and theme of the TV series is politic. The political 
setting involved characterization of aggressive and 
hostility, in which each character has to possess to gain 
more political power in the government. The major 
confronting characters such as the minister, the civil 
servant, the trade unionist, and the private sectors, with 
each of them has their own interest. However, each 
characters cannot express their hostility directly in 
conversation, because of the politeness principal and 
the formal business discourse they usually engaged on, 
especially for the minister and civil servant who are the 
member of one government body. Therefore, the 
superiority humour plays an important role. Using 
superiority mechanism, they can express their hostile 
traits to other person or social group, while still 
maintaining the tolerable politeness quality. It could be 
also facilitated by combining superiority mechanism 
with incongruity or superiority mechanism to further 
strengthen the humour effect. This way each characters 
are even able to intimidate each other directly in 
conversation, with the mask of humorous effect in their 
utterances. 
 
 The Element of Humour and Member Resource 
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The first thing about humour and power that 
noteworthy to take is that the domain which humour is 
exercised and generated is in fact deeply related to the 
MR. The base elements of humour, which consist of 
experience, psychology, and society, are the part of 
people’s MR. It is obvious that any plain utterance in 
language is a product and part of the people’s MR, but 
humour has a certain exploitation of people’s culture, 
experience, and ideology in the way a normal utterance 
don’t. Humour needs to condition a certain pattern of 
the people’s MR in order to work. The conditioning of 
the MR by humour is prone to ideology manipulation, 
which can be turned to the advantages of certain group 
of people. 
 
Figure of Element of Humour and Member Resource 
 
 The Humour Mechanism and Power Exercising 
Pattern 
The analysis data have revealed several instruments 
which the humour mechanisms use to the exercise 
power. There are three patterns of power exercise 
related to the three mechanism of humour. 
 
1) Discrediting a person or particular social group. 
One of the instruments in the struggle of power by 
humour is the act of discrediting a person or a 
particular social group. This instrument seize the power 
indirectly. The ideology, which is the source of the 
power must be carried by a person or particular social 
group. By discrediting the carrier of that ideology, it 
indirectly undermines the rationalization of the 
ideology, which then contribute to the shift of ideology 
domination or the struggle over a common-sense 
ideology. The discrediting act is enacted by the 
superiority mechanism of humour. Superiority theory 
account for the laughter is seen as originating in malice 
and the mishap of other. This mechanism enables the 
speaker to depreciate their ideological enemy, which 
indirectly weaken those opposing ideology. This 
depreciating act could also developed into a kind of 
ideology, in which in this ideology, one is projected a 
view of some group have higher status than the other. 
The discrediting practices which utilized in the 
humour is in accordance to the social struggle notion 
by Fairclough. The ideology which embodied in 
discourse practice is not indisputable to a person or 
social grouping, but is continuously being battled by 
the party that has interest. Those who hold power must 
constantly reassert their power, and those who don’t 
are always liable to try taking the power. In this TV 
series case, the struggle of power occurred in the 
institutional level of government department, between 
the ministers as MP who hold the legislative power and 
the civil service who hold the administrative power. 
Both parties keep struggling over power in every 
possible occasion, including the everyday talks in 
every discourse. It is prevalent that the usage of 
humour also fall into this practice. 
 
2) Change ideology by changing the cultural value. 
The other instruments in the struggle of power using 
humour is a mechanism to change the ideology by 
changing the cultural value. This instrument is 
provided by release mechanism of humour, which 
particularly work in the area of moral value and 
cultural restriction. The release mechanism works by 
breaking the censor of cultural restraint, which then 
provoke laughter. 
The moral dimension and cultural restriction are 
products of the struggle of ideology. It is a collection 
of cultural ideology that has gained undisputable 
dominance which then create the cultural common-
sense. It could be seen by how varied the cultural and 
moral dimension is to the regions, as varied as the 
ideological value confined in each region. Although 
this cultural common-sense is passed from generation 
to generation, which preserve the power of these 
ideology, the cultural restriction is also altered from 
time to time. For example, the clothes of a woman in 
the medieval age almost cover all part of the body, yet 
now they wear bikinis and swimsuits. Therefore 
breaking the cultural restriction and moral value is also 
a struggle over power, an effort to change the 
ideological common-sense. 
The example of release mechanism could be seen 
in data 6 where the Minister jokes about honour 
system. The honour system very old sacred system of 
British society, similar to its monarchy system. The 
entire system is highly depended in the ideology of 
respecting honour, which involve all of discourse 
practice such as granting yearly income taken from 
taxpayer money, the prestigious status in society, more 
priority and privilege in getting the public service, etc. 
When the minister speaking ill of honour, he broke the 
foundation of these practices. If this ideology is spread 
wide enough that it gained societal dominance, it is not 
impossible for the campaign to abolish the entire 
system of honour. The grand change might not merely 
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could facilitate and contribute to such a change from 
the very bottom area of discourse talks and texts. 
 
3) Forcing the interpretation process to incorporate 
specific ideology. 
The other instruments in the struggle of power 
using humour is a mechanism to force a particular cue 
and trace process, which contribute in an interpretation 
of certain ideology, hence the power. This instrument 
is mostly provided by the incongruity mechanism. The 
incongruity performs like a puzzle, in which the 
listener need to solve in order to understand such a 
humour. In solving this puzzle of incongruity humour, 
a person needs to follow a particular process of 
interpreting cue. This cue is fixed to the intended 
meaning of the humour, because failing to follow this 
certain interpretation will cause to fail the humour, and 
make the utterance to be less sensible.  
This mechanism is in accordance to Fairclough 
statement that common-sensing process of ideology 
work best when it least visible. This is achieved by 
imposing assumptions upon interlocutor, by placing the 
interpreter through the textual cues that she/he has to 
solve to make sense of the text. The incongruity 
mechanism is a perfect instrument for this purpose, 
working as a mantle to conceal the underlying 
ideology. In this process, the listener is prone to 
ideology manipulation, because he/she is voluntarily 
engaged in the process of accepting a certain ideology 
without even aware of it. 
Most of the process in forcing the interpretation 
process to incorporate particular ideology is enacted by 
incongruity mechanism. Out of six data, there is one 
data which incorporating this process using different 
humour mechanism. In data 3, the forcing 
interpretation process is executed using the superiority 
mechanism, by quoting the physical appearance of an 
MP’s to discredit their position. The ideology being 
enforced is a judgement of something being grubby 
and silly, and the practice of relating some of one’s 
physical appearance to one’s capacity.  
This shows that the instruments of power exercise 
in humour that has been explained are not limited to 
the respective humour mechanism, just as the exercise 
of power is not limited only to the use of humour, and 
not all humour is an instrument of exercising power. 
Rather, it could be understood that each respective 
humour mechanism used in exercising power is 
specializing in those certain instruments. Superiority is 
specializing for discrediting particular social group, 
release is specializing for changing ideology by 
changing cultural value, and incongruity is specializing 




This research reveals the relationship of 
language, humour, and power. The language is a 
capable medium to engage humour. The “Yes 
Minister” TV series uses all of the three humour 
mechanisms provided in the theory. The superiority, 
incongruity and release theory is proved to be capable 
of creating humour that have exercise of power. The 
analysis results also showed that a humour could use 
more than one mechanism to trigger the humorous 
effect. Multiple mechanism could be combined in 
creating humorous effect. The humour mechanism 
mostly used in this TV series are superiority 
mechanism. This is due to the political setting and 
theme of the TV series, which demands each character 
to have hostile traits to each other while maintaining 
the politeness toleration. 
The analysis data have discovered several 
instruments which the humour mechanisms use to the 
exercise power. The first instrument is the discrediting 
a person or particular social group which is provided 
by superiority mechanism. The intention of 
discrediting act is to undermine the particular social 
group, which then in turn help to destabilize the 
ideology carried by that social group. The second 
instrument is the forcing interpretation process to 
incorporate specific ideology, which facilitated by 
incongruity mechanism of humour. The structured 
interpretation process in unravelling incongruous 
humour is a very powerful method to shape the MR 
and implant certain ideology. The third instrument is 
the changing ideology by changing the cultural value, 
which provided by release mechanism. This is 
significant method of exercising power, by breaking 
mind’s censorship which could re-shape the ideology 
in MR. These result is in accordance with Fairclough 
theory of language and power, in which he pointed out 
that the most powerful method of controlling power is 
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